Abstract-In line with recent focus on learner characteristics in L2 learning, this study was conducted to explore the relationship between Iranian EFL learners' attitudes towards English language learning and their inferencing ability in reading comprehension. Investigating the performance of these learners on inference test according to their gender and different linguistic contexts were secondary goals of the study. After the homogenizing process, a group of learners of both sexes were put in the final group. The attitude questionnaire and the inference test were administered in order to examine the learners' attitudes and inferencing ability respectively. In order to investigate the role of linguistic context, the inference test was then divided into two sub-tests of short and long passages. The results of the analyses for the collected data indicated a moderate positive correlation between the attitudes of the learners and their inferencing performance. The effect of linguistic context on inferencing turned out to be significant too. However, no significant difference was found between the mean scores of the males and females on the inference test.
elaborate and expand the explicitly expressed information. Predictive inferences are one type of knowledge-based inferences which represent the possible outcomes of a stated situation (McKoon & Ratcliff, 1986 ). According to the minimalist hypothesis (McKoon & Ratcliff's, 1992) and based on the constructionist model (Graesser, Singer, & Trabasso, 1994) , predictive inferences will be drawn online only when they are highly constrained by the context of the text with few alternative outcomes to anticipate and when the corresponding knowledge is available from long-term memory or currently activated in working memory. In addition, these inferences would not be automatic; rather, they involve post lexical processes and take time to be activated. Markovits and Potvin (2001) point out that language learners are likely to come up with new and unknown words and vocabulary items in their interaction with a text which can be tackled through employing some compensation strategies; otherwise, the real intention of the speaker or writer may be understood wrongly or even communication may completely break down. Oxford (2002) defines compensatory strategies as techniques used "to make up for limited knowledge" of the language (p. 128) and that one such strategy is inference in which one has to draw on certain knowledge sources.
Haastrup (1991, as cited in Soria, 2001 ) proposed three sources of knowledge, namely, contextual, intralingual, and interlingual, that readers may rely on in making lexical inference. In his classification, contextual clues refer to the words from the immediate co-text of the new word which may help the global understanding of the whole text. For contextual cues to be effective in generating inference, Li (1988) indicates that they must be perceptually and conceptually familiar to the reader and contain the information available for the reader to find the relevant schemata in order to clarify the oncoming input in the text. Intralingual clues are, on the other hand, connected with the features of the new word in the target language and reliance on information about phonology, orthography, morphology, word class and collocations to guess the meaning. Finally, interlingual sources have to do with a language other than the target language. These cues are judgments made by learners about the existence of similarity of structures in two languages.
The importance of inferencing is emphasized in top-down reading models (Goodman, 1976; Smith, 1978 in Soria, 2001 ). These models underline the central role of readers who use their knowledge to read more efficiently. Morrison (1996) has investigated the interaction between bottom-up and top-down models of text processing. On the interactive view, "if sight word recognition is successful then information can be delivered to higher level skills that make associations between the incoming lexical items and hence help the lower level skills by narrowing the possible new pieces of information that would be acceptable to complete a coherent message" (Hudson, 1998, p. 48) . Research results indicate that greater levels of background knowledge contribute to the efficiency of attention given to input during reading which, in turn, enable richer textual interpretations, and superior memory performance (Ellis, 2001; Graesser, et al., 1994; Kintsch, 1998; Rumelhart, 1980) . According to these findings, the role of background knowledge stored in the long-term memory is largely determined by the quality of the text base that is activated during reading, which is influenced by the individual's text processing efficiency and working memory.
This study has focused on a new aspect in inferencing i.e. the relationship between learner attitude and inferencing ability. Thus, the study has attempted to answer the following research questions through testing the corresponding hypotheses;
1. Is there any significant relationship between EFL learners' attitudes towards English language learning and their inferencnig ability in reading comprehension?
2. Is there any significant difference between male and female EFL learners in terms of their inferencing ability in reading comprehension?
3. Is there any significant difference in the performance of EFL learners in short and extended linguistic contexts in terms of their inferencing ability?
The following null hypotheses were formulated in line with the above research questions; (1): There is no significant relationship between EFL learners' attitudes towards English language learning and their inferencnig ability in reading comprehension.
(2): There is no significant difference between male and female EFL learners in terms of their inferencing ability in reading comprehension.
(3): There is no significant difference in the performance of EFL learners in short and extended linguistic contexts in terms of their inferencing ability.
III. METHODOLOGY

Participants
A group of 56 subjects were randomly selected from among undergraduate EFL students at the University of Zanjan, Iran. In order to select a homogeneous group as the participants of the study, the researcher administered the Nelson Test to determine the language proficiency level of the subjects. Based on the Z-distribution of the test, those subjects whose scores fell within one standard deviation above and below the mean were designated as the intermediate subjects who turned out to be 49 in number. Consequently, the participants of the study consisted of 49 intermediate undergraduate EFL students. Table 1 below presents a profile of the participants. 
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Instruments
The Nelson Test
The Nelson test (500C), a widely used standardized test, was used to determine the subjects' level of English language proficiency. The 500 level tests are related to the proficiency examination. The proficiency test included 50 multiple-choice items and it took the subjects 45 minutes to answer the test. The test measured the subjects' English language knowledge, focusing on grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation. The descriptive statistics of the Nelson test is given in Table 2 below. Attitude Questionnaire An attitude questionnaire including 10 items was administered to the subjects to determine their attitudes towards English language learning. It was adopted from the Gardner's (2004) Attitude/Motivation Test Battery. This Test Battery is a research instrument which has been developed to assess the major affective components shown to be involved in second language learning. It provides a reliable and valid index of the various attitudinal/motivational characteristics which researchers may wish to investigate in many different contexts. Scores on subtests represent attitudes inferred on the basis of individuals' opinions about specific items. For the purpose of this research, the Attitudes towards English Language Learning Scale was adopted from the Test Battery. No time limit was set for administration of the test. Every item was followed by six alternatives: strongly disagree, moderately disagree, slightly disagree, slightly agree, moderately agree, and strongly agree. For each item only one alternative could be selected. To calculate the numerical value of the test results, every scale was given a value, as follows: strongly disagree = 1, moderately disagree = 2, slightly disagree = 3, slightly agree = 4, moderately agree = 5, and strongly agree = 6. Therefore, the participants' scores were calculated by adding the numbers of the scores. The scores ranged from 10 to 60 (See appendix a).
Inference Test
The inference test was adopted from the Cambridge preparatory book for the TOEFL (2003) which was supposed to measure the students' ability to infer in both short and extended contexts. As it was mentioned in the test book, the tests of this book mirror the structure of the TOEFL, the passages had similar readability and interest levels, and the use of several passages minimized the effect of topic familiarity (Gear & Gear, 2003) . The test consisted of three short passages of approximately 70 words followed by 10 questions and two extended passages of roughly 200 words followed by eight questions. Students would infer 18 inference questions as a whole. It took the subjects 30 minutes to answer the test. All the items were in the multiple-choice format (See appendix b). The Cronbach alpha reliability indexes were calculated for the instruments used in this study. As displayed in Table 3 , the instruments enjoyed high reliability indexes. 
Procedure
Several steps were followed to accomplish this research. First, the Nelson Test was administered and the participants of the study were selected through the procedure mentioned above. Next, the attitude questionnaire was distributed among the participants in order to determine their attitudes towards English language learning. The respondents were asked to rate each item on a 6-point Likert scale so as to measure their level of agreement with each statement. Higher scores indicated greater agreement with each statement. The inference test was then administered to measure the subjects' inferencing ability in reading comprehension. The participants were, then, divided into two groups of males and females to compare their mean scores on the inference test. Finally, the inference test was divided into two sub-tests of short versus long-context tests in order to investigate the inferencing performance of all the participants under the moderating effect of linguistic context.
IV. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS
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Results for the Relationship between Attitude and Inferencing Ability
The Pearson correlation coefficient was carried out to explore the first research question of the study, that is, the relationship between the participants' attitudes towards English language learning (as measured by the attitude questionnaire) and their inferencing ability in reading comprehension (as measured by the inference test). The correlation index turned out to be significantly meaningful (r = .422, p< .05). This means that there is a moderate positive correlation between the two variables. The descriptive statistics and the results of the analysis are given in Tables 4 and 5 below. 
Independent-Samples-T-Test Results for the Moderating Effect of Gender
In order to investigate the second question of the study, the researchers conducted an independent-samples t-test analysis to compare the performances of the male and female participants on the inference test. The results of the analysis indicated no significant mean difference [t (47) = .012, p<.05]. The descriptive statistics and the results of the analysis appear in Table 6 below. 
Results of the Paired-Samples-T-Test Study
In order to answer the last research question, the researchers conducted a paired-samples t-test analysis to explore the effect of context length variable (short vs. long) on the participants' performance on the inference test. The results revealed a significant difference with higher mean score belonging to the short context [t (48) = 4.994, p<.05]. Table 7 below presents the descriptive statistics as well as the results for the analysis. 
V. DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
As the results of this study suggest, the learners' attitudes towards English language learning has significant relationship with their inferencing ability in reading comprehension. Accordingly, the first null hypothesis that there is no significant relationship between the EFL learners' attitudes towards English language learning and their inferencing ability in reading comprehension was rejected. This finding is consistent with the findings of previous studies (Al Rifai, 2010; Brown, 2000; Chamber, 1999; Shams, 2008; Yang & Lau, 2003) that were indicative of a close connection between language learners' attitudes and their level of success in specific aspects of language learning and second/foreign language learning as a whole. It seems that learners with positive attitudes who experience success in language learning will have enhanced level of motivation and reinforced positive attitudes whereas those with negative attitudes will have these attitudes strengthened by their lack of success (Ellis, 1994; Oxford & Nyikos, 1989) .
The results, however, indicated no significant difference between the performance of males and females on the inference test. Thus, the second null-hypothesis claiming no significant difference between the performance of males and females on the inference test was supported. Owing to the generative nature of research, this cannot be viewed as an accomplished fact and further research is needed to explore the performance of language learners according to their gender.
The findings also revealed that the learners' inferencing ability differ in short and extended linguistic contexts. As a result, the third null-hypothesis claiming no significant difference between the performances of the participants in short and long contexts in terms of their inferencing ability was rejected. This is in line with Paribakht's (2005) 
VI. IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY
The study findings have a direct relevance to the improvement of language teaching. Moreover, it calls for the language teachers' awareness of non-linguistic factors such as individual attitudes of their students and their attempt to satisfy the individual needs. Thus, teachers should make use of appropriate approaches to meet the demands of language learners with diverse traits and to enhance language learning outcomes. That is, instead of ignoring such factors, language teachers should identify them in order to minimize their potential effects.
The results of the study display that most of learners, irrespective of their gender, hold positive attitudes towards English language learning and stress the importance of learning English because of its productivity in the daily life as well as in academic settings. Hence, it seems crucial that language teachers promote their students' willingness to interact with real life issues through communicative approaches to language learning. Language teachers should try to foster positive attitudes that may lead to effective learning strategy use and to minimize negative attitudes that inhibit learning (Yang, 1999) .
The results of the study also indicate that learners have different performances in different linguistic contexts. In the case of extended linguistic contexts, textual clues can be made more noticeable through employing different textdeveloping techniques. It is also expected that increasing learners' awareness of the links between the sentences and paragraphs of the text through explicit teaching of text organization and being aware of the learners' different memory capacities can assist their overall comprehension. A rewarding beginning in comprehension practice can bring about a favorable psychological effect and L2 learners would exhibit less resistance to the learning of a foreign language. Accordingly, the research results can be beneficial to both language teachers and test developers who will be able to make modifications on their approaches to both language teaching and testing and adapt their teaching and testing styles to students' specific needs.
APPENDICES
(a) Attitude Questionnaire Dear student, In answering these questions, you should circle one of the alternatives. Some people would circle Strongly Disagree, others would circle Strongly Agree, and still others would circle one of the alternatives in between. Which one you circled would indicate your own feelings based on everything you know and have heard. Note there is no right or wrong answer. All that is important is that you indicate your personal feeling.
Please give your immediate reactions to each of the following items. Don't waste time thinking about each statement. Give your immediate feeling after reading each statement. On the other hand, please do not be careless, as it is important that we obtain your true feelings.
* The female malabar pied hornbill enters a hole in the fruit trees and molts. She and her mate seal the hollow with mud and dung, leaving a crack through which he feeds her. When the chicks hatch and her plumage returns, she breaks out, resealing the nest to guard the young, which emerge later.
1. The Malabar pied hornbill is probably a (A) chicken 
